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Abstract 
In this research, the effect of expert support on influence and consensus in group decision making is 
investigated. The results indicate that ESS support diminishes the group members' influence on the group 
judgment as well as the influence exerted by the most influential group member. On the other hand, 
explanations support provided by ESS increases consensus in group decision making.  
Introduction 
In a typical group decision making environment, not all members in a group influence the group decision 
equally. Differences in background, knowledge, leadership style, personality and other characteristics 
among individuals lead to different degree of influence among group members. Expert support systems 
(ESS) have been proposed as a means to improve the quality of group decisions (Nah and Benbasat, 1995a, 
1995b). In this study, we are interested in identifying the most influential member in a group and testing if 
this influence is affected by the adoption of ESS into the group decision making process. We are also 
interested in investigating the effect of different levels of ESS support on group members' aggregate 
influence on the group judgment and the degree of attitude change.  
Literature Review and Hypotheses 
An ESS provides expert advice to complement the knowledge of the decision makers, and is intended to 
support, rather than replace, the decision makers. The ESS technology provides two fundamental functions:  
1. analyses -- the ability to perform analyses and draw conclusions by providing users with expert 
opinions, judgments, evaluations and advice;  
2. explanations -- the ability to explain its reasoning and conclusions.  
According to the message-learning approach (Hovland, Janis and Kelley, 1953), persuasive contexts (e.g., 
sources, messages) question a recipient's initial attitude, recommend the adoption of a new attitude, and 
provide incentives for attending to, understanding, yielding to, and retaining the new rather than the initial 
attitude. The functions provided by the ESS are consistent with the message-learning approach. The 
analyses component of the ESS recommends the adoption of the expert advice. The explanations 
component of the ESS provide users the opportunity to increase their understanding of the expert advice, 
which further increase their chances of yielding to and retaining the advice.  
Research has shown that a high credibility source was more persuasive than a low credibility source if 
attitudes were measured immediately after the message (Lorge, 1936), and that advocacies by experts tend 
to be more readily accepted than advocacies by nonexperts (see review by Eagly and Himmelfarb, 1978; 
Maddux and Rogers, 1980). This latter evidence is termed the expert power (French and Raven, 1959). 
Expertise was found to be important in inducing attitude change especially when the advocated position 
was quite different from the recipients' initial attitude. We hypothesize that groups provided with ESS 
support exhibit opinion change toward those advocated by the ESS (due to the perceived expertise 
embedded in the ESS), thus reducing the overall influence of the group members on the group judgment as 
well as the influence from the most influential group member.  
H1: ESS support reduces the overall influence of the group members on the group judgment.  
H2: ESS support reduces the most influential group member's influence on the group judgment.  
When a source clearly possesses high credibility, the recipients tend to accept its advocacy immediately 
following its presentation without carefully attending to it (Husek, 1965). According to the message-
learning approach discussed earlier, for a message to be persuaded it must first be attended to and 
comprehended (Gardner, 1966). A study by Eagly (1974) highlights the importance of message 
comprehensibility where subjects in the good comprehensibility condition were the most persuaded and 
recalled the most message arguments. In the case of the ESS, the explanation facilities are provided to 
increase the users' understanding of the ESS advice and the problem domain, which lead to greater user 
acceptance of the ESS advice (Ye and Johnson, 1995). This increased level of acceptance of the ESS advice 
by the individual group members is expected to bring about a higher level of consensus in the group 
judgment.  
H3: Explanations provided by ESS increase the level of consensus in the group judgment.  
In short, an ESS recommends the adoption of its analyses and provides explanation facilities to both 
explain the various concepts in the domain and justify its analyses. We hypothesize that the ESS would 
exert expert power on the decision makers and their judgments, thus reducing the group members' overall 
influence on the group judgment and the influence from the most influential group member. On the other 
hand, the explanations provided by the ESS are expected to bring about greater acceptance of the ESS 
advice by the individual group members, which is reflected by a higher level of consensus in the group 
judgment.  
Research Methodology 
Three levels of decision support conditions were examined in an experimental study: no ESS support, ESS 
support without explanations, and ESS support with explanations support.  
Experimental Procedure and Task 
A commercial loan decision task was used in this study. It involves the evaluation of the financial position, 
performance, and potential of a company and the determination of an appropriate loan amount. A total of 
75 subjects participated in the study. The subjects were final year undergraduate Commerce students 
majoring in Accounting, and undergraduate and graduate students who were taking a Financial Statements 
Analysis course. The subjects were randomly assigned to groups of three. They first performed the task 
individually and without any form of ESS support. They were then asked to make the same set of 
judgments as a group. Subjects worked in their groups until a consensus is reached. Finally, the subjects 
were asked to make the same set of judgments individually again. This set of final individual judgments is 
used to evaluate the level of consensus in the group judgment.  
The ESS was developed based on the knowledge of five experts in financial analysis and validated in a 
number of pilots (see Dhaliwal, 1993). It provides five aspects of financial analysis -- liquidity analysis, 
capital structure analysis, profitability analysis, market value analysis, and funds flow analysis -- as well as 
an overall analysis. Decision accuracy is assessed with respect to the judgments derived by a consensus of 
these five experts ("expert judgments").  
Dependent Variables 
The two dependent variables are influence and consensus. The level of influence on the group judgment is 
assessed by the deviation (in absolute value) of the individual pre-judgment from the group judgment. The 
level of consensus in the group judgment is determined by the deviation (in absolute value) of the 
individual post-judgment from the group judgment. The lower the deviation, the higher the level of 
influence and consensus.  
Results and Discussion 
The results were analyzed using the Mann-Whitney Test at α=.10. The overall influence of the group 
members on the group judgments is significantly higher in the control group (no ESS support) than the ESS 
support groups (collapsed over those with and without explanations support) (p=.04). Therefore, hypothesis 
H1 (ESS support reduces the overall influence of the group members on the group judgment) is supported. 
The overall influence in the control group is also higher than any one of the ESS support groups (p=.04 for 
ESS with explanations support groups; p=.08 for ESS without explanations support groups) but there is no 
difference between the two ESS support groups (p=.14).  
At α=.10, the influence exerted by the most influential group member is significantly higher in the control 
group (no ESS support) than the ESS support groups (collapsed over those with and without explanations 
support) (p=.07<.1). Hypothesis H2 (ESS support reduces the influence from the most influential member 
on the group judgment) is thus supported. This influence is higher in the control group than the ESS 
without explanation support group (p=.07), but there are no significant difference between the control 
group and the ESS with explanations support group (.14) and between the two different ESS support groups 
(p=.21).  
At α=.10, the level of consensus in the group judgment is significantly higher in the ESS with explanations 
support group than the ESS without explanations support (p=.07). Hypothesis H3 (Explanations provided by 
ESS increase the level of consensus in the group judgment) is thus supported. The level of consensus 
between the control group and any one or both of the ESS support groups is not statistically different.  
In summary, as individuals tend to perceive the ESS to be of higher credibility than themselves, they may 
accept the ESS advice during the group discussion due to their perceived credibility of the system (Husek, 
1965). However, this acceptance or attitude change may only be temporary if explanations on these advice 
are unavailable. With explanations support, group members are more likely to yield and retain their 
consensus (i.e., group) judgment.  
Conclusion 
This study focuses on the individual level of analysis in group decision making when the degree of ESS 
support is varied. The results seem to indicate that ESS support, through increasing group members' 
acceptance of the ESS advice, decreases their influence on the group judgment and their acceptance of the 
opinion of the most influential member. Despite arriving at a group consensus, groups that are not provided 
with explanations support reach a lower level of consensus in their group judgments than groups provided 
with explanations support. In other words, unless explanations support is provided, not all of the members 
in a group are truly convinced by the ESS into changing their attitudes toward those advocated by the 
system. That is, the problem of cognitive dissonance exists unless the advice given by the ESS is 
accompanied by its corresponding explanations.  
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